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In this talk, I present some of the figures & tables 
gathered in my book Capital and ideology (2020)

An economic, social & political history of 
inequality regimes, from trifunctional and colonial 
societies to post-communist, post-colonial hyper-
capitalist societies
As compared to Capital in the 21st century (2014): 
Capital and ideology is less western-centered, and 
focuses on the key role of politics & ideology
An optimistic book: the long-run rise of equality

See piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology & wid.world for the 
full set of data series and figures

http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology
https://www.wid.world/


Roadmap of this presentation

• 1. The colonial legacy: power, ideology and the 
transformation of inequality regimes

• 2. Learning about justice, 18c-21c: the uneven rise of 
progressive taxation, the social state, co-management and 
equal education

• 3. Next steps: social-federalism and participatory socialism



• 1. The colonial legacy: power, ideology and the transformation of 
inequality regimes

• Slavery & colonialism played a central role in the rise of Western 
industrial capitalism 

• The central role of power, revolts and revolutions in the 
transformation of inequality regimes

• The issue of reparations for past prejudice & discrimination





















• 2. Learning about justice, 18c-21c: the uneven rise of the 
social and fiscal state, co-management, equal education and 
progressive taxation

• Together with workers rights anf free education & health, 
progression taxation of income and wealth played a central 
role in the reduction of inequality during 20c, but is now 
under threat & needs to face new challenges





















• 3. Next steps: social-federalism and participatory socialism

• Social democracy 1950-1980 too centered on (rich) nation-states, 
rise of neo-colonialism 1980-2020

• Colonial capitalism 1910  →  welfare-state capitalism 1980          
→ social-federalism & participatory socialism 2050? 
(global tax justice, co-management, inheritance for all)

• Will the coming environmenal crisis trigger the transition toward
a more equitable economic system?

















Conclusion
• By developing an economic, social, intellectual and political history of 

inequality regimes, I have tried in this book to show the fragilities and 
the permanent transformations of inequality regimes

• Today’s inequality ideologies are not always more reasonnable than
those of the past, and they will also end up being replaced by others

• History as the struggle of ideologies and the quest of justice
• Unlike the pure class struggle, the struggle of ideologies relies on the 

exchange of ideas, the sharing of experience, and extensive deliberation.                      
Nobody will ever have the ultimate truth on just property, just
education, just taxation. Class struggles & ideological struggles are 
closely related, but are never fully aligned.



• The conclusions presented in this book on participatory socialism
and social-federalism may seem radical. But in fact they stand in 
the continuity of a long-run process toward democratic socialism
that has been going on since the 19th century and of institutional
transformations experienced in the 20th century:

• German-Nordic co-management, Anglo-American fiscal 
progressivity, Indian quotas-reservations, etc.

• Our modern democratic disarray partly stems from the fact that, 
insofar as the civic and political sphere is concerned, economics has 
attempted to cut itself free from the other social sciences.                     
One central goal of this book is to try to enable citizens to reclaim 
possession of economic and historical knowledge.

• Thanks a lot for your attention! 



Elements for a longer presentation

• 1. The failure of Atlantic Revolutions, the sacralisation of property in 
the 19th century, the colonial inequality peak

• 2. Social mobilizations, the political contradictions of capital 
accumulation, and the reduction of inequality in the 20th century

• 3. Post-communism, the failure of reaganism, rising inequality and 
the risk of a new nationalist and identitarian drift in the 21st century

• 4. Elements for an alternative path: the (slow) rise of social-
federalism and participatory socialism



1. The failure of Atlantic Revolutions, the sacralisation of property in the 
19th century, the colonial inequality peak

• French & US Revolutions proclaim the formal equality of rights.              
But in practice they largely rely on slavery, colonialism and racial 
segregation, and they sacralize the right of property as a new religion, 
partly because of the fear of not knowing where to stop redistribution.

→ rising inequality between 1815 and 1914

• Financial compensation to slave owners as an extreme form of 
sacralization of property and inequality

• The colonial inequality peak: Europe’s proprietarian societies 1880-1914

























2. Social mobilizations, the political contradictions of capital 
accumulation, and the reduction of inequality in the 20th century

• Social mobilizations and socialist movements led to the beginning of a 
process toward the reduction of inequality in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries

• This process has been strongly accelerated by the violent crisis of the 
1914-1945 period, which can themselves be viewed as the consequences
of the strong tensions created by domestic and international inequality















3. Post-communism, the failure of reaganism, rising inequality and the risk of 
a new nationalist and identitarian drift in the 21st century

• Post-communism has become the best ally of hyper-capitalism: it feeds a 
general disillusion about the possibility of a just economy and of any form of 
egalitarian internationalism

• The failure of reganism and the rise of inequality have also contributed to the 
new forms of nationalism and identitarian drifts

• Crisis are not sufficient to lead to the reduction of inequality. See e.g. post-
2008 money creation. It all depends on the intellectual, political and 
institutional mobilizations and solutions emerging from the crisis.                                                                                          
In the short-run, the nativist-proprietarian path may look easier to follow
than the internationalist-socialist path. But it won’t solve the problems.

































4. Elements for an alternative path: the (slow) rise of social-federalism
and participatory socialism

• In order to properly adress the social & environmental challenges of our 
time, on needs to go beyond capitalism and the sacralization of private
property (over natural ressources, over knowledge, etc.).                                
The nationalist path may be easier to follow but it won’t work.

• Educational justice: effective and verifiable
• Social et temporary property: we need to balance owners rights with

workers rights (extension of German-Nordic co-management), to favour
the permanent circulation of power and property (inheritance for all 
equal to 120 000€), and to limit individual accumulations to a 
reasonnable magnitude (on the basis of historical experiments) 

• Social-federalism: free exchange must be made conditional upon binding 
objectives regarding social, fiscal and environmental justice















Conclusion
• By developing an economic, social, intellectual and political history of 

inequality regimes, I have tried in this book to show the fragilities and 
the permanent transformations of inequality regimes

• Today’s inequality ideologies are not always more reasonnable than
those of the past, and they will also end up being replaced by others

• History as the struggle of ideologies and the quest of justice
• Unlike the pure class struggle, the struggle of ideologies relies on the 

exchange of ideas, the sharing of experience, and extensive deliberation.                      
Nobody will ever have the ultimate truth on just property, just
education, just taxation. Class struggles & ideological struggles are 
closely related, but are never fully aligned.



• The conclusions presented in this book on participatory socialism and social-
federalism may seem radical. But in fact they stand in the continuity of a 
process toward democratic socialism that has been going on since the 19th 
century and of institutional transformations experienced in the 20th century:

• German-Nordic co-management, Anglo-American fiscal progressivity, 
Indian quotas-reservations, etc.

• Our modern democratic disarray stems from the fact that, insofar as the civic 
and political sphere is concerned, economics has attempted to cut itself free 
from the other social sciences. One central goal of this book is to try to enable 
citizens to reclaim possession of economic and historical knowledge.

• Thanks a lot for your attention! 



Extra figures:                  
responses to questions
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